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Abstract:
Located at China’s southwest subtropical frontier, the Xishuang Banna Dai Ethnic Nationality Autonomous Prefecture in Yunnan province (hereafter, Banna) has enchanted China with its indigenous ethnic cultures since the 1980s. It is also one of the most stereotyped ethnic tourism destinations in China’s mainstream and popular representations, a place where beautiful Dai girls bathe in the river, young monks in orange-colored robes chant scriptures in Theravada temples, and the carnival-like water-splashing festival blesses its participants with passionate wildness. 

At local tourist sites, Banna as the feminine, exotic, and sensational has been vigorously performed and perpetuated through minority song and dance performances and their sensual adaptation of Dai folk customs and performing arts on stage (e.g. the romantic courting between fair-going youth, peacock dance, the river bathing, and the water splashing festival). However, the debut of Mengbalanaxi in 2004, the large-scale and most heavily invested minority song and dance spectacle in contemporary Yunnan, shifted the way ethnic performing arts were integrated into image and brand crafting in Banna’s tourism. With its indigenous charm, sophisticated modern chorography, advanced stage technology, and theatrical, resplendent presentation, the spectacle was designed to take on its audience’s emotional experience and aesthetic imagination through artistic appeal rather than folkloristic exoticness. Being performed regularly as one of the most significant cultural attractions in Banna, the dazzling success of Mengbalanaxi has brought Banna to the national attention, tremendously shaping the ways its audience looked at and thought of Banna.

By comparatively reading the two types of performances, this paper studies the construction and transformation of Banna’s touristic image when ethnic performing arts are invented as aesthetic spectacle and tourism brand. Further, being an image and brand crafting project carried out by Banna’s prefecture government, the rise of Mengbalanaxi reflects a popular trend of promoting regional identity and culture in order to attract external capital and facilitate economic agendas among China’s provincial and local governments, or the so-called “economic regionalism” by scholars of provincial studies. When Mengbalanaxi is programmed by the structuring “script” of economic regionalism to aestheticize Banna as place and experience, it leads us to explore not only the collaborative role of the official and the market in manufacturing tourism imaginaries in this context, but also how an economic and cultural brand is forged by way of aesthetic experience in China’s ethnic tourism industry. 
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